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‘We are all so afraid, we are all so alone, we all so need from the outside the assurance of our own worthiness to exist.’

—Ford Maddox Ford, The Good Soldier (1915).

‘We live in a world of abstractions, of bureaus and machines, of absolute ideas and of crude messianism. We suffocate among people who think they are absolutely right, whether in their machines or in their ideas.

‘And for all who can live only in an atmosphere of human dialogue and sociability, this silence is the end of the world.’

—Albert Camus, ‘The Century of Fear’ (Combat, November 21, 1946).
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

I originally self-published this memoir via Amazon. Finding a publisher takes some effort and I pursued what limited connections I could find, but eventually was fine in settling to just have the book exist. I wanted to have a book that would encapsulate more or less everything I had to say about how my life, illness, and disability have shaped my thought. This is me and what I think. I intended it to act as an epitaph. The stereotype of elders writing their memoirs suits me; it just comes to me a lot sooner. I have a delicate life, where I am motivated to summarise who I am.

A testimony for whatever reason. It doesn’t, finally, need justifying.

I wrote the book as a forecast. My thoughts generally on illness and eventually having to contend with an early death have not been much altered by any finality coming closer, or health becoming worse, but rather things come to a sharp relief or intensity.

After first publishing my memoir, I created The Barbellion Prize: an international book prize for disabled authors. Thanks to the internet people can be easy to contact, and so I was able to develop a few connections to then make this grassroots entity that I currently administer mostly from my bedroom into a success, and find support. A prize such as The Barbellion Prize had not really existed before—which was unsurprising to me if still alarming. I am unable to work or do much thanks to illness, so the prize becomes my main focus or distraction. And then thanks to the prize I was lucky enough to be noticed by literary sorts who took an interest in what I had to say.

I’ve now been given the opportunity to revisit my memoir, polish it, rewrite small sections and give a clearer demonstration of what I want to convey. Not much fundamentally has changed since I first published it besides necessary edits to grammar and the usual editorial clarifications.

I wish to acknowledge Guillermo Stitch for being a salutary editor, as well as my dearest friends Murphy Davis, Max Dirlik-Brown, William Fear, Akshat Khare, Blaine McCartney, Nikola D. Mironija, Eric Osterberg, Wendy Shanel Behrend, and Kooper Wilson.

I also wish to thank David Collard, Elizabeth Ferretti, Mette Ivers, and Riva Lehrer for their conversation and solidarity.

The title of the book paraphrases a line from Boris Pasternak, in a letter he sent to Albert Camus. It should make sense by the end.

—Jake Goldsmith, March 2022




FOREWORD: TREADING WATER

There is much that is said and written in the name of philosophy which operates at a remove from life. I refer to that variety of thought which seeks to divorce itself from the practical questions of life, and how to live. Jake Goldsmith’s most recent work, which you are about to read, is exempt from this charge, as it deals with matters of life and living. It speaks of a quiet persistence and passing, of the acceptance and rejection of infirmity. His work is permeated by an opalescent refusal to give up, and instead commits to a search for truth and meaning, in a world which seems to provide none.

Some call this the art of living—it seems to me as good a term as any. It is this that I so admire about Jake’s writing. It is haunted by a difficult question which demands an answer. Once I was driving Jake back to his home and asked him a question I realised I’d never thought to ask him: ‘Do you think your interest in philosophy has anything to do with your illness?’ He replied ‘Of course, because without it I drown.’ He didn’t need to explain what this meant: I knew him well enough by then to understand.

Since birth, Jake has been ill: constantly medicated and plagued by routine clinical suffering, but most importantly, he has always been faced with the near-certainty of an abbreviated lifespan. Jake has cystic fibrosis, often abbreviated to CF. CF is a chronic, life-limiting condition which results from specific genetic faults in two genes which code for the CFTR1 protein. The CFTR protein is involved in maintaining and controlling mucus membranes in many of the body’s systems, particularly the lungs and digestive system. In a normal person, CFTR controls these membranes, but in a CF patient, the membranes become thicker than normal, and the patient will usually have severe respiratory difficulties, as well as increased vulnerability to lung infections. The life expectancy for a CF patient is around fortytwo in countries with strong healthcare infrastructures, but many die long before this. There is no cure, and the new generation of drug treatments like Lumacaftor and Ivacaftor are supposedly ineffective against Jake’s CF, because of the rarity of his mutation.2 In Jake’s case, his illness has decreased his lung function to between twenty and thirty percent, which makes many things I take for granted in my own life impossible.

Most people adopt an attitude towards their impending death that is essentially evasion or disbelief. For the purposes of someone who has not had the misfortune of having to live with a chronic illness like Jake’s, death is merely a concept you observe in the world which crucially, only ever seems to happen to other people. To some, the inherent truth and necessity for death is a thought that either does not penetrate, or is not allowed to. It’s much easier, after all, to merely live with the delusion that it won’t happen to you—somehow. I firmly believe that this delusion is one that most people maintain as a way of coping, though they may deny its existence if asked. Jake’s experience of living is constantly in resistance to death—to tread the water that threatens, with its infinite depths, an eternal drowning.

Jake has never been afforded this luxury of ignorance, and as a result, he’s had to grow up somewhat more quickly than most. Long before I set about the business of serious reading, Jake would spend most of his free time at school in the library. From the many authors he would go on to read, one emerged early on, to which Jake would apprentice himself, in a way: Albert Camus. There is much I would like to say about Camus, and how his work influenced Jake, but the most important and foundational thing that Jake found in Camus was his mission. That is, a commitment to finding truth in the face of absurdity, without collapsing before the feet of nihilism. In the meantime, Jake has set about accomplishing a similar mission: to continue to live and to think—to push the rock up the hill, if only to watch it roll back down.

Therefore, what Neither Weak Nor Obtuse offers us is not merely critical, but essential: the unique perspective on a life lived in defiance of death.

—William Fear



1 CFTR—Cystic Fibrosis Transmembrane Conductance Regulator

2 To the knowledge of his doctors, Jake’s CFTR mutations are totally unique in combination, and have never been documented together at once before in another patient.




AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

I am very ill. That would be the first and most obvious thing to know.

I have something of a haughty and self-important motivation for writing a memoir, being relatively young, as I have the persistent weight of illness stunting my time to speak. I need a model of myself—to have a promotion of my worth—and so here is no small attempt at a testament to my life and constitution. This work is a show of my growth, of what I love, and some diagnosis as to why I would love those particular things.

This model doesn’t have a remedial end, even if one could be discerned, but at least has something—by medical necessity—of an intellectual and physical prognosis.

There’s reason for cautious clarification. I’m having to revisit things and grasp my life as I can, without pedantry, and neither can I exist comfortably in forgetful and easy living—as attractive as that might be.

I revisit things to show some awareness of my past faults, for a lack of care or empathy which pervaded, somewhat, the troubles of my youth as it would with many.

I once witnessed a man who claimed to have read all of Jonathan Swift’s satire, but was still an arrogant and brutish so-and-so who would belittle anyone who did not do well in secondary school or further education. Arrogance comes easily if one can set themselves apart from their peers just by knowledge accumulation, and I could at least see that somewhere in a younger me. Hubris and immaturity seem more apparent then, even if the lens that sees is blurred by time. I want to have in mind as the rest is written a correction of attitude or tone if not of all I contain. To be read as humble and with a necessary deprecation is my pressing wish.

There are things that can be ordered, reasoned, or finely accounted, but there are those things which are incompatible. As Kierkegaard reminds us, a thinker without paradoxes is a lover without feelings. I will try to show what I feel, with all those addled contradictions, for what is perhaps a final time.

I could follow the path of abandonment found in Rimbaud,3 which attracts me on the harder days, or I could find my steadfastness in different ways when it comes to what I will be describing. To befit my well-being in this shortened life of mine, I am better disposed to engage in personal readings of philosophy and literature than to be caught in the meticulousness of study. I was disgusted, worn-out, made weary and drained by university life and formal education. I failed to see why I was putting so much time and energy into the studious road when I was such an unpleasant student: talking beyond what I needed to, not staying in-line with a syllabus and at least half-appearing an arrogant young man who thought himself above his station.

Only the factual constraints of my health, my lack of wealth, parental wishes,4 and not being able to be some free-wheeling layabout kept me from packing up my things and leaving more expediently. But eventually the relevant people knew of my dilemma and helped me to escape.

I can only express gratitude and love for all their understanding and affection.

I may never reach the stage when I know what I want to do with my future—if it exists. But I do want to write, and that is all—for myself and anyone who’ll read. I have no need for a long and aggravating study of canonical figures to then improve my perception or outlook on literature and life.

To live like that, with deadlines and a need to be tidy, did very little to suit my bodily circumstances. Being freed of the need to conform to a system I struggle to appreciate leads to a more pleasant experience, and a lot less trouble. I had plans to move to Bergen in Norway to study. But with my time as it is, it would surely be better to just visit the place casually. The problems with either of these callings (a life of action or not) are different, and I feel I can more easily, and with a healthier heart, better manage idleness and my own bounded freedom than always being busy: physical business being something I have never appreciated. For a person whose only real aim is to write—if not, to do nothing—college or university would become unhelpful beyond (what the Americans would refer to as) the sophomore year. By that time one would know that further wisdom, not the compilation of information, comes from a personal and indulgent reading of, say, Goethe, or Montaigne, and not the dry dissection, or vivisection, of impersonal work in a labsetting—and from getting out in the world and living. Most of the rest of scholarship in academic philosophy, history, even literature, amounts to something paltry. Not so much dead, but lifeless authors in unread journals. It has the misfortune (a great one considering how worthy the subject can be) of being for prim, pallid and uninspiring young men who will end up either teaching or devoting maybe 30 years of their sterile lives to investigating some miserably obscure facet of life, unless they take the initiative to do something more inspired and less set in drudgery. That said, I will not besmirch the better name of teachers or professors. There are those of a different variety and process to whom I owe the deepest of gratitude. But to be taught in the scholastic setting is something I’m averse to. The educational life is otherwise used as a stepping-stone by the proto-student to secure some sort of work. Sure, scholarship is necessary; but it is not for me. So I write, without care for scholarly enterprise, and I try to relax for the remaining years in my rarer setting of neither needing nor being able to do things. In the final analysis, I felt I had to leave formal study. My health had suffered and I could not have continued. But I can at least say I did enjoy some of the company.

Of what my writing would be, then: fundamentally it is a difficult demonstration of my personal journey, faced with many interior and exterior problems. It cannot overcome or outpace these challenges, but explores how I might contend with them given what is possible. The first few sections deal with my views on philosophy, thinking, and discourse. They are a little divorced from the phenomenology of illness, though nonetheless linked, while the latter sections deal more directly with living with illness. It is a portrait of my life, so if you want to skip the more academic considerations you may go to the penultimate section.

I was given a touching description by a distant American friend: ‘Dostoyevsky’s Underground Man tempered by the measured humanity of Camus’ Dr Bernard Rieux’.5 I hope I can maintain this measure until my last words, as it would be an appreciable legacy.


3 Arthur Rimbaud (1854–1891), French poet, a known libertine and restless soul who travelled extensively after ending his literary career at the age of 21.

4 Before I went to university my parents had high hopes for the prospect of me being less educationally regimented and more able to expand my learning horizons, as I seemed to be limited within secondary education
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